Silly citizenship by Hartley, John
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Hartley, John (2010) Silly Citizenship. Critical Discourse Studies, 7(4), pp. 233-
248. 
 
          © Copyright 2010 Taylor and Francis  
1 
 
 
Silly Citizenship 
John Hartley 
 
Critical Discourse Studies, Vol. 7 No. 4, November 2010. 
 
 
Note on Contributor 
John Hartley, AM,  is Australian Research Council (ARC) Federation Fellow and Research 
Director of the ARC Centre of Excellence for Creative Industries and Innovation, at 
Queensland University of Technology, Australia, where he is a Distinguished Professor. His 
research interests are in user-created content, digital futures, and the ‘evolutionary turn’ in 
cultural science. Recent books include The Uses of Digital Literacy (University of 
Queensland Press, 2009), and Story Circle: Digital Storytelling Around the World (ed. with 
K. McWilliam, Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). Hartley is the Editor of the International Journal of 
Cultural Studies. Contact: j.hartley@qut.edu.au. 
 
Abstract 
This paper traces historical changes in the concept of citizenship, in order to show how it has 
shifted from a state enterprise to a form of self-organising, user-created, ludic association, 
modelled by online social networks in which children – formally non-citizens but crucial to 
the continuing and changing discursive practices of citizenship-formation – are active agents. 
The implications of ‘silly’ citizenship for communication scholarship are considered.   
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Silly Citizenship 
 
 
Citizenship: Child’s Play? 
 ‘Citizenship’1 is a term of association among strangers. Access to it involves discursive 
struggle: contested identities and symbolic meanings, differing power relations and strategies 
of inclusion, exclusion and action, and unequal room for manoeuvre or productivity in the 
appropriations of citizenship for any given group or individual. In a discussion of children’s 
rights and citizenship in Brazil, Leticia Veloso has put it this way: 
For some, citizenship and the forms of access to it are still determined by 
their marginalized, stratified, and racialized subject position. For others, 
responsible, active, participating, and ‘radical democratic’ citizenship can 
take place only in the context of the reproduction of privilege. … What 
remains to be seen is to what extent either group will be able to take 
action to counter this predicament. (Veloso 2008: 56) 
 
That question is a good one with which to launch a consideration of the evolution of 
contemporary citizenship as discursive struggle. It makes clear that the chances for and 
experience of citizenship are (systematically) not equal for all, but it goes on to draw our 
attention to the actions taken by different groups to deal with their circumstances; and 
thence to the prospects for integrated access to and practice of citizenship for all. Veloso’s 
focus on children is also important, for children are (by definition) not citizens ... and yet 
they must become citizens if the reproduction of the system is to continue.  
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Thus, the actual process of citizenship-formation is ‘carried’ by children who – individually, 
collectively and differentially – produce citizenship in their actions, forms of association, and 
thence identities. Children are thus at one and the same time the least important component 
of institutionalised citizenship, since they remain non-citizens, and its most important 
‘subjects,’ since they necessarily and continuously constitute the practice of citizenship 
formation. And because they undertake that practice ‘insensibly’ (to use an eighteenth-
century term favoured by Edward Gibbon, expressing the unthinking relation between 
subjects and historical change), children are prime agents of change for citizenship, to the 
extent that their unconsidered actions and unselfconscious association may model new 
modes of citizenship.  
 
The extension of ‘new media,’ including computer-based social networks, mobile telephony 
and globally-dispersed entertainment formats, into the space and time of childhood has 
enabled children’s discursive actions and choices to become ‘relatively autonomous’ (as the 
Althusserians would have put it). Certainly they are freer than via previous media 
technologies from surveillance and control by parental or other authoritative institutions. 
But at the same time their actions, choices and discursive interactions are now objectively 
trackable, via clickstream data, instant messaging systems, internet forums and the like. 
Thus, it is now unprecedentedly possible to isolate and observe the cultural practice of 
‘association among strangers’ in relation to children’s own actions as a ‘class.’ These 
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developments have attracted considerable attention from latter-day ‘child savers’ (Platt 2009) 
and ‘correction and protection’ activists, for whom ‘citizenship’ means making sure that 
children are excluded from online participation.2 Regrettably, less has been heard on the 
topic from those interested in the propagation of civic discourse. Towards the end of this 
paper, I plan to show how certain ‘under-age’ mischief may give us a glimpse of citizenship-
formation ‘on the fly’ – in the apparently unlikely context of spoofs, silliness, and the dance-
off.  I argue that such discursive antics provide an important lesson for citizenship theory, 
which has focused too much on citizenship as a static or definable condition, frequently 
understood as universal, when in fact it should be understood as a relational identity, 
inconstant, dynamic, and evolving.  
 
In order to demonstrate my point, a short history of citizenship is in order – in which, it will 
be noted, children apparently play no part. It is intended to demonstrate not only historical 
shifts in the relationship between individuals and the state, but also the extent to which 
citizenship is a discursive practice, at the heart of which is the continually challenging 
problem of how to reconcile self and stranger in modern associated life, a problem that 
resolves itself into the question of what ordinary people (as opposed to governing elites) can 
and do use for the purposes of self-representation within technologically enabled social 
networks.  Here is where silliness – and children – prove to be more important than social 
theory has tended to admit. 
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History or Science?  
The term ‘citizenship’ has come a long way since its first recorded use in English in 1611, 
when it translated an unremarkable French word: ‘Citoyennerie, a Citizenship, the freedome 
of a Citie’ (OED). It has since lost any necessary reference to cities, although Holston & 
Appadurai (1996) argue for the restoration of the city’s analytical primacy. But in order to 
achieve informational ‘freedome,’ the concept had to break free of real Cities. In modern 
disciplinary knowledge-systems, abstract, explicit knowledge  displaces embodied, tacit 
know-how. In this context, ‘citizenship’ achieved the status of a concept only once it became 
an abstraction. Only then could it contribute to the growth of knowledge. Hence it is 
effectively a nineteenth-century invention, required by the rapidly expanding modern 
knowledge-system (Wallerstein 2001: 66ff.) to describe the equally rapidly expanding 
modern polity, as the nation-state and colonial empire took shape. Having escaped the 
ground of actual cities into the rarefied air of abstract metaphor, citizenship could become – 
like many professors of communication – a discursive ‘frequent flyer.’ It commutes around 
different disciplinary domains, with occasional stopovers in ordinary language. Like 
Raymond Williams’s original ‘keywords’ (1976), it is inevitably accompanied by historical 
and conceptual baggage (see Ong 1999, Isin & Turner 2002, Barnett 2003: 81ff.), which, 
despite the long-haul process of abstraction, citizenship continues to lug around. 
 
Part of that history is disciplinary. Thus, citizenship brings with it from political science and 
history a focus on the relations between a state and the individual, with connotations of 
6 
 
mutual status: rights, duties, conduct, allegiance, obligation, powers and protection. In the 
study of communication, on the other hand, there has been a greater emphasis on the 
identity of the citizen within cultural practices and sense-making systems. But precisely 
because it is a migrant term, ‘citizenship’ cannot choose between relational status (mutual 
obligations) and individual identity (personal attributes), but holds these two conceptually 
distinct features in tension. The result is that the term can never quite escape from 
contextual contingency (past tense; specific place; documented usage) to become a scientific 
concept (present tense; generalisable; definitional). At the same time, it is never so 
completely captured by history that it loses its abstract, universalising potential. That is what 
is interesting about it: ‘citizenship’ applies to whole populations, but who is included or 
excluded is contentious and unsettled, and thus the term evolves.  
 
‘Citizenship’ carries with it an implied comparison with a constitutional predecessor, the 
feudal ‘subject’ (where ‘subject’ literally meant subjection to the will of a monarch or liege). I 
say ‘predecessor,’ perhaps because I was born a subject but am now a citizen, not only as a 
migrant but also because citizenship law has been amended over decades of decolonisation. 
But in fact these two constitutional types have co-existed uneasily since the eighteenth 
century. They clashed most significantly when the American and French Revolutions 
installed the modern citizen, armed with ‘droits de l’Homme et du citoyen,’ as the founding 
agent of the constitution. These ‘rights of Man and citizen’ were designed to usurp the place 
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of the feudal monarch, transferring sovereignty to ‘the people’ – even though the state 
retained the power to decide who among those people counted as citizens.  
 
Thus citizenship is at heart a combative (ideological, mythologising) term, with a long 
history of bloodshed, struggle, resistance, hope, fear and terror caught up in its train. As a US 
bumper-sticker puts it: ‘A man without a gun is a subject. A man with a gun is a citizen’ 
(Pasley 1999: 15). Nevertheless, it is also a term that has been recruited to the cause of 
science, seeking definitional accuracy and generalisable universality. As a result, wherever it 
is deployed, the concept retains part of its modernising energy, requiring citizens to adopt 
the ‘common substantive purpose’ of the state, be that purpose profit, salvation, progress, or 
racial domination (Oakeshott 1975: 114, 319). Citizenship is therefore one of those products 
of Enlightenment philosophy that proved exorbitant in its reach, because of its proponents’ 
desire to extend the contingent struggle of a given place and time to convert the whole of 
humanity for all time – whether they liked it or not – into ‘free’ subjects with ‘universal’ 
rights. 
 
This purposive citizenship is what Michael Oakeshott calls an ‘enterprise association.’ The 
‘sovereign’ citizen is perforce an agent of the ‘common substantive purpose’ of the state. It 
contrasts with a more sceptical ‘civil association’ that limits the role of the state to the 
administration of the rule-of-law among consenting subjects; an ideal-type of ‘civitas’ not 
(yet) fully achieved (Oakeshott 1975: 131). 
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Emanating from the Enlightenment, exported by the American War of Independence and 
Napoleonic Wars, and disseminated, sometimes by force, to many other modernising polities 
in national struggles over the succeeding centuries, citizenship remains contentious in the 
very act of seeking normative neutrality. Like so many other discourses of modernity, it 
manages to be democratic and imperial, scientific and political, all at once. The very idea of it 
is refuted in some jurisdictions: e.g. in theocratic states like Saudi Arabia and Iran where 
sovereignty is said to reside in the deity not the citizen; in Party-controlled ones like China, 
which recognise ‘nationality’ not ‘citizenship’; and in some philosophies, such as Marxism 
and feminism, where subjectivity is determined by class or identity not ethno-territorial 
descent. 
 
Thus, the term cannot simply be adopted in the communication sciences as a defined 
attribute of either civic relationship or individual identity. Nor can the relationships among 
citizens or between them and the state be taken for granted. There is no essence. Indeed, the 
history of the term’s absorption into social science is itself a matter for analysis, because 
historical specificity and political force over-determine abstract categorisation and neutral 
description. In other words, the capture of citizenship by science is itself a political or 
governmental act (Foucault 1984; Barnett 2003: 81-107). The production of a seemingly 
neutral category properly belongs to the object of study – i.e. ‘regimes of knowledge’ in the 
administration of populations – rather than to the framework of explanation. It may 
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therefore be no accident that some of the best recent work on cities and citizenship has come 
from ethnographic approaches and discourse analysis, rather than from political science or 
liberal philosophy as such.  
 
In practice, this means that the discourse of ‘citizenship’ has no positive content that is not 
tied to an ideologically driven ‘common substantive purpose’; and it has no boundaries that 
are not exclusionary. It may bring with it a connotative word-cloud, bringing to mind 
expectations of ethno-territorial descent and rights of abode; political representation and 
electoral rights; military or civic service obligations; and submission to specific national 
taxation and legal codes. But none of these is essential. Instead, during the career of 
modernity, the concept of citizenship has been successively adapted and extended to cover 
more and emergent ‘relational identities.’ 
 
The ‘Good Citizen’ 
In his account of the American ‘good citizen,’ Michael Schudson (1999) combines historical 
with categorical analysis. He recounts the vicissitudes of citizenship since the foundation of 
the Republic, and uses that history to produce a dynamic typology of citizenship, thus:  
1. Patrician – In and following the colonial period, citizenship was expressed through male 
property-owners – the only electors – and thus formed part of the influence and 
patronage wielded by leading families, to whom others (non-citizens) needed to show 
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deference. Thus the USA was founded not on a democratic but a patrician notion of 
citizenship.  
2. Partisan – During the nineteenth century, political partisanship coalesced into party-
political competition, where citizenship was expressed through allegiance to parties, 
which continued elite control of politics even as they diffused political influence out to 
popular associations. The result was graft plus theatre: party-politics combined venal 
competition for power (jobs, money and influence) with the mobilisation of mass support 
through techniques of showmanship, spectacle and mediated entertainment, seeking a 
fervently partisan citizen.  
Although the partisan party system did recruit a mass voting public into (periodic) 
political activism, there arose a pressing reason for ‘getting rid of the massive 
institutionalized venality and racial and sexual exclusionism that characterized 
nineteenth-century party politics’, as Jeffrey Pasley (1999: 2) argues: ‘Little of significance 
would ever have been done to address the most pressing moral issue in American life, 
slavery, had that matter been left strictly to the party system.’ 
3. Informed – According to Schudson, between the 1880s and 1920s there emerged a third 
type, the ‘informed citizen,’ whereby citizenship is expressed as an individualised, 
private, rational calculus, based on objective information conveyed by a dispassionate 
press to a reading public that is also the Republic. The ‘informed citizen’ was an ideal 
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type, invented by elite observers who despaired of the partisan system. In fact, actual 
voter turnout decreased compared with the showbiz and bribery of the previous phase. 
And a surprisingly high proportion of citizens remained stubbornly uninformed, as the 
new science of public opinion rapidly discovered. Thus a situation emerged where 
governance was increasingly the domain of expert, specialist professional occupations, 
including objective journalism and public-opinion science, while many citizens were 
increasingly detached from daily participation in the deliberative process.  
The ‘informed citizen’ turned out to be a ruse to power for expert knowledge 
professionals, leading to the ‘paradox’ of a functioning democracy with seemingly 
couldn’t-care-less citizens (Delli Carpini 2000: 548), whose ‘behaviour’ was increasingly 
seen as non-rational and manipulable, subject to emotional influences. These in turn 
could be rendered explicit (‘scientific’) by the psy-complex disciplines, and thence 
‘managed’ (manipulated) for both political and commercial ends by the communication 
sciences.  
4. Rights – Citizenship evolved once again, according to Schudson, in a ‘rights revolution,’ 
associated with the new social movements of the 1960s. Civil Rights, the peace 
movement, feminism, ecological activism, identity politics (and pop culture) coalesced 
into countercultural pressure for change. Citizenship rights were claimed by individuals 
in the name of identity. This move was both an extension of the (slave-owning) founding 
fathers’ notion of equal rights (e.g. via the 1789 Bill of Rights) and a challenge to the idea 
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of one-law-fits-all subjectivity, because the ‘rights revolution’ wanted recognition for 
ethnic, gender, and sexual diversity, rather than assimilation of difference into abstract 
universality.   
Given strong privatising forces in government and the economy at the time, an unforeseen 
consequence of the ‘citizenship of rights’ is the danger that multiple competing identity-
groups will fragment the nation. To counter this tendency, and also to bridge the gap 
between private citizens and public experts, Schudson proposes monitorial citizenship, 
where individuals are ‘poised for action’ (1999: 311-12). In the age of the internet, Schudson 
wants to recruit the networked ‘monitorial’ citizen (as manifest in the blogosphere, for 
instance) to the public cause: ‘we should have in view plausible aims that integrate citizenry 
competence with specialized expert resources.’ 
 
Evolving Citizenship 
Schudson’s evolving ‘good citizen’ remains a national figure, albeit from an unusually 
influential nation. An earlier theorist who sought to convert national history into general 
social theory was T.H. Marshall (1963). Marshall was looking for sociological generalities to 
identify what constitutes a complex but analysable ‘social system.’ In a Europe of post-WW2 
reconstruction and Cold War ideological stand-off, his purpose was also to propose an 
accommodation between capitalistic (individualist citizenship) and socialistic (collectivist 
class) frameworks of explanation, at a time when these were at political and industrial as well 
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as theoretical loggerheads, in order to demonstrate that capitalist enterprise might be 
compatible with social policy (Marshall 1963; Bulmer & Rees 1996).  
 
Marshall proposed three successive stages of modern citizenship: 
1. Civic – the ‘Rights of Man’ and of the Enlightenment: personal liberty, freedom of 
speech, property rights, access to justice (rights claimed in the courts);   
2. Political –  the right of elective representation, the vote, and the right to hold public 
office (rights claimed in representative decision-making bodies); 
3. Social – the ‘welfare state’, where education, employment and welfare benefits are rights 
of citizenship rather than private or economic arrangements at the level of the family or 
firm (rights claimed through social services and schools) (Marshall 1963, and see 
Qvortrup 2004: 8-10). 
 
Marshall’s citizenship may be seen as European, just as Schudson’s is American. Certainly, a 
theory based on social rights was unlikely to have evolved in the USA, where free-market 
policies led to a ‘denuded and unprestigious conception of social citizenship’ (Rees 1996: 14); 
i.e. not Marshall’s sonorous ‘right to share to the full in social heritage and to live the life of a 
civilised being according to the standards prevailing in society’ (1963: 72), but, instead, food 
stamps. Nevertheless, as the USA still struggles with the politics of social citizenship, for 
instance through healthcare reform, employment rights after the Global Financial Crisis and 
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the welfare rights of immigrant-workers, it is clear that the category applies more widely 
than to the national context of its first articulation.  
 
Another criticism of Marshall’s schema is that it is progressivist, with a prescriptive, 
teleological ambition, a Whiggish view of history and patrician, top-down expectations of 
reform. It under-emphasises the extent to which each step ‘forward’ was resisted, denied or 
compromised, and the very different historical experience of those whose struggle for full 
citizenship continues. But for exactly these reasons, Marshall’s normative model has political 
as well as conceptual value. It relies on – and also provokes – what would later be called the 
‘principle of democratic equivalence’ (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: 183-5), in which claims 
established as rights by one group (urban, white, working, heterosexual men) could be 
leveraged by the concerted action of unenfranchised others (women, people of colour, etc.) 
for their own emancipationist claims. Of course, even in ‘welfare states,’ social citizenship is 
susceptible to attempted roll-back (notably under Reaganism-Thatcherism). Nevertheless, it 
has proven resilient, if unevenly distributed, over two long generations, as a practical 
compromise between liberal-capitalist free-market wealth-creation values and social-
democratic public-culture communitarian values. 
 
Cultural Citizenship 
Since Marshall, there have been numerous candidates for additional categories. Among 
others, Toby Miller proposes cultural citizenship (‘the right to know and speak’), which he 
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adds to political citizenship (‘the right to reside and vote’) and economic citizenship (‘the 
right to work and prosper’) (2006: 35).  
 
In fact ‘cultural citizenship’ is both an extension of and a challenge to Marshall’s tripartite 
schema. Extending citizenship from public participation to social entitlements enjoyed in the 
family (in private) exposes the concept to challenge by its traditional opposite – the 
consumer. Here things get conceptually messy. Social theory has persistently valorised the 
difference between ‘public’ and ‘private’ domains: public institutions vs private markets, 
collective action vs individualism, emancipation vs exploitation. However, this ingrained 
opposition misses the everyday fact that most people in affluent societies experience 
themselves as citizens and consumers, publics and audiences, workers and traders, all at once. 
Furthermore, it is now possible to express relational and identity associations, and to take 
actions and participate in collective decisions, through global commercial consumer culture. 
So citizenship as consumption is startling to social theory; but lived by millions. 
 
To make things even messier, the emergent notion of ‘cultural citizenship’ can refer to 
different phenomena. First, overlapping Schudson’s ‘citizenship of rights,’ it refers to claims 
made under the banner of ‘identity politics ’: 
 Indigenous peoples (e.g. Nunavut) 
 sub-national minorities (e.g. Wales: see Drakeford et al 2009), and micronations;3  
 class and subculture;  
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 gender;  
 sexual orientation (Walker, 1998);  
 race and ethnicity;  
 post-colonialism and multiculturalism;  
 disability (Morris 2005);  
 age-group, including children (Jans 2004) and ‘seniors’  
 ... etc. 
 
A second type of ‘cultural citizenship’ is based less on descent or corporeal identity than on 
mediated affiliation and voluntarist (choice-based) communities, or what Michael Warner 
(2005) calls ‘discourse publics.’ Here the model might be the spectacular subcultures that 
featured so prominently in early cultural studies, where communities of affect, affiliation, 
place and taste gave rise to full-time ‘lifestyles.’ These displayed strong semiotic markers of 
difference (‘style’) in youth subcultures (e.g. Ted, Mod, Punk, Goth), graduating to 
alternative food, housing, and family arrangements among countercultural experimental 
societies (e.g. hippies, new-age and religious cults and communes, eco-citizens). Such 
movements sometimes gain quasi-citizenship status (e.g. Freetown-Christiania in 
Copenhagen), but they also interact vigorously with mainstream taste and commercial 
fashions. In short, this type of cultural citizenship can just as easily be expressed in markets 
as in ‘intentional communities’ or ‘counterpublics’ (Warner 2005). Thus cultural citizenship – 
the expression of relational identity – is mainstreamed via style, media and markets.  
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Media Citizenship 
The pursuit of self-organising, reflexive, common purpose among voluntary co-subjects, who 
learn about each other and about the state of play of their interests through the media, has 
led some commentators, including myself, to posit the emergence of media citizenship 
(Hartley 1996: 57-72; 1999: 162-5). This is based on the use of popular media by lay 
audiences for identity-formation, associative relations, and even for periodic actions that 
reverse ‘consumer demand’ from a corporate strategy to a popular movement. The very 
people who have most keenly felt excluded from classic citizenship – groups who uncannily 
reproduce the Classical exclusion of women, slaves (read: workers), strangers (immigrants 
and ethnic others) and minors (children) – are most likely to engage in ‘citizenship of media’ 
(Coleman 2003; 2006).  
 
These ‘active audiences’ and fans use leisure entertainment to inform themselves and to 
connect with co-subjects. They learn civic virtues (neighbourly comportment and care for 
the community) from Clueless or Twilight. Civic engagement is modelled in the competitive 
and plebiscitary elements of reality-TV (Hartley 2008: 126-60). In the very process of 
consumption of commercial pop culture, ‘citizens of media’ also act as producers of ‘imagined 
communities’ – and real associations – that cut across formal citizenship.  
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Despite the corporate provenance of the platform, ‘media citizenship’ is bottom-up, self-
organising, voluntarist, tolerant of diversity, and also a good deal more fun for participants 
than the modernist minimalism of the Habermasian public sphere. Despite the categorical 
messiness, people are not fazed by entertainment and comedy formats alongside informative 
and decision-making ones – and in this they have Athenian antecedents.  
 
Productive Citizens  
The era of the internet has made the extension of citizenship into the market more visible, 
and also given a technological boost to the phenomenon of consumer productivity. This 
seeming contradiction in terms (if you’re a modernist) fits only awkwardly into available 
causal models that confine productivity to capitalist firms and their army of experts. In such 
powerful company, the informal use by private citizens of systems that they don’t own to 
make themselves up as they go along and to connect with like-purposed others probably 
seems inconsequential (but see Coleman 2005). But now the analytic lens has refocused. The 
growth of digital media networks has prompted both critical and corporate attention to 
consumer productivity (Uricchio 2004, Jenkins 2006; Burgess & Green 2009).  
 
There is a civic element to this. Digital connectivity evolved outside of the market, is driven 
by user-led innovation, and retains communitarian values. These remain important, albeit 
contested, even as the system matures from generative emergence to marketised adoption 
and retention (Zittrain 2008). Despite the pitfalls, consumer productivity can be modelled on 
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the growth of knowledge (Beinhocker 2006), in a process that joins the anthropological 
ubiquity of cultural systems like language, story-telling and social networking with the 
technological scalability of computer-based connectivity and global media. That combination 
of population-wide participation with technological productivity allows everyone in the 
system – not just professional experts and competitive elites – to contribute to the generation 
of new meanings, new systems and ideas. This is what Henry Jenkins (2006) calls 
‘participatory culture,’ where users co-create content and propagate ‘spreadable media’ 
(Jenkins 2009). I call it ‘DIY citizenship’ (Hartley 1999: 179), borrowing the term from ‘DiY 
(Do-it-Yourself) culture,’ where citizenship was playfully defined by George McKay (1998: 
37) as ‘the right to protest and the right to dance.’ DiY culture of the 1990s had a strongly 
analogue, ‘lo-fi’ (even ‘countryside’) feel to it, as perhaps the last pre-internet countercultural 
social-network movement. By that token, it demonstrates once again that the ‘active 
audience’ of media citizenship was just that, long before it migrated to the Net.  
 
Even so, DIY activists were early adopters of the internet, soon resulting in ‘DIWO’ (Do-It-
With-Others):  
DIWO means exploring the potential to share visions, resources and agency, 
through collaboration and negotiation, across physical and virtual networks—
maintaining a critical consciousness and hopefully, somehow having a decent 
life at the same time (Catlow & Garrett 2007: 27-8). 
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DIY/DIWO citizenship is more individuated and privatized than previous types, because it is 
driven by voluntarist choices and affiliations, but at the same time it has an activist and 
communitarian ethic, where ‘knowledge shared is knowledge gained.’  It is a ‘connect-
collaborate-create’ model of ‘contributory’ citizenship or ‘conversational democracy’ 
(Coleman 2005 ), with gift-economy characteristics. It has yet to establish effective legal 
recognition, although the Creative Commons copyright licensing movement is a 
weathervane for possibilities in this direction.4 However, precisely because of its innovative, 
future-modelling characteristics – it is emergent, bottom-up, self-organising, ephemeral, and 
reliant upon technological platforms and affordances that are typically owned by established 
corporations with their own agendas – DIY citizenship is not protected in legislation or even 
custom, and is easily corrupted, manipulated, rescinded, or ignored. 
 
Silly Citizenship 
As the internet has prospered, an important change has to be recorded in the representative 
status of popular media. Throughout the twentieth century, the press, cinema, radio, and 
television operated as if their audiences were coterminous with ‘the nation.’ The ‘mass’ 
media felt they could speak both to and for the entire citizenry, and media theory followed 
suit. But that long-assumed status can no longer be claimed. Declining ratings and 
multiplying platforms mean that the audience – ‘the public’ – is revealed as fragmented, 
diverse, and internally conflicted. Thus ‘media citizenship’ is changing from representative 
status to the more modest but active status of productivity, where much smaller groups can 
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self-organise and self-represent, and act both culturally and politically, without bearing the 
weight of ‘standing for’ the whole society. As a result, ‘DIY citizenship’ is arguably becoming 
more democratic as individual media (content-platforms) become less popular.  
 
But at the same time, mediated citizenship seems to be getting sillier (Hartley 2009: 28). This 
can be observed in both mainstream media and in DIY/DIWO activism. In mainstream 
media the rise of ‘satire TV’ (Gray et al. 2009), notably The Daily Show and Colbert Report, 
has propelled comedy, send-ups and spoofs to the centre of the political process. Comedy is 
becoming a more trusted source of political information for the ‘monitorial’ citizen than 
partisan commentators in ‘mainstream’ news. For example, during 2009, a far-right campaign 
by so-called ‘birthers’ sought to cast doubt on the US citizenship of Barack Obama – thus 
challenging his right to be president. Despite its clear partisan origins and the fact that it had 
been widely debunked, the story persisted in various mainstream news outlets (Stelter 2009). 
CNN’s Lou Dobbs pushed it even after it had been refuted on his own show.5 The whole 
sorry saga was ridiculed on John Stewart’s Daily Show (July 22 2009);6 which in turn became 
part of the news coverage (The Week July 23 2009).7 In this way, the role of ‘wise counsellor’ 
defaults to ‘the fool’ – as it has in Western drama from Aristophanes to Shakespeare. Comedy 
is the go-to source for civic understanding.  
 
The collapse of industrial-era distinctions between public and private life, power and 
entertainment, politics and celebrity, television and viral video, are never more in evidence 
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than at election time. Here DIY/DIWO activism comes into its own. Elections are marked by 
homemade spoofs, parody and send-ups, some of which out-rate official campaigns and 
themselves become the news. A good example was Hugh Atkin’s amateur spoof for the 2007 
election in Australia (Hartley 2008b: 687–8).8 Silly citizenship was also well to the fore in the 
2008 US presidential campaign.9 Here it connected with ‘the right to dance.’ One of the most 
dynamic and popular features of YouTube is dancing, from teenage amateurs covering 
favourite songs, such as the classic ‘Hey Clip,’10 to more elaborate dance competitions which 
feature professionals and celebrities. 15-year old Miley Cyrus for instance won the 2008 
MTV Teen Choice Award with her ‘M&M Cru’ dance-off.11 But ‘defeated’ opponent Jon M. 
Chu, director of Step Up 2: The Streets, immediately went one better, taking the dance-off 
into politics with his ‘Official Rep. vs Dem. Dance Off!!’ where the ‘Obaminators’ battled the 
‘McCainiacs.’12 This was answered by Minimovie.com’s brilliant ‘Obama & McCain – Dance 
Off,’13 attracting multi-million viewers.  
 
This kind of silly citizenship has become part of the mediated political landscape, with both 
professional and amateur creativity expended in the cause of political agency. While it may 
not look very much like the Habermasian public sphere, it is clearly attracting the attention 
of those who are notoriously hard to reach by traditional technologies of citizenship: the 
very same teens and children who, according to Jens Qvortrup (2002: 1-2), are ‘the single 
remaining group which has not yet been recognised as claims-makers on current political 
and societal resources’ and who, therefore, ‘politically and economically, are still part of a 
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feudal system.’ He adds: ‘It remains to be doubted that children have economic and political 
rights as autonomous citizens.’ True – except that in the case of cultural and DIY/media 
citizenship, minors are prominent among those who are developing new forms of associative 
agency. Still more weirdly for social theory, although not for its Classical antecedents, the 
stage for citizenship is literally that. It is as much dramatic and performative as it is 
deliberative. The play’s the thing, as DIY-citizens, many of them children, perform their 
own identities and relations. 
 
Discursive Citizenship in the Era of New Media 
Thus, we can extend Marshall’s three-stage schema with the addition of two further types of 
citizenship (Hartley 1999: 163; 179); each stage increasingly reliant on communication and 
less on the state, although some aspects of cultural citizenship have gained statutory status, 
most obviously in ‘identity’ politics, where equal rights for women, sexual orientations, and 
ethnic or first peoples’ rights have been legislated. Here is the extended list in full: 
1. Civic – the ‘Rights of Man’ and of the Enlightenment: personal 
liberty, freedom of speech, property rights, access to justice.  
 Rights claimed in the courts.  
  
2. Political –  the right of elective representation, the vote, and the 
right to hold public office.  
 Rights claimed in representative decision-making bodies. 
 
3. Social – the ‘welfare state’, where education, employment and 
welfare benefits are rights of citizenship rather than private or 
economic arrangements at the level of the family or firm.  
 Rights claimed through social services and schools 
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4. Cultural – identity-based rights; ‘media citizenship.’  
 Rights claimed in direct activism and in the ‘attention economy’ 
(Lanham 2006; Boyle 2009), thence via legislation. 
 
5. DIY/DIWO – ‘consumer productivity,’ choice-based affiliation and 
self-organised associations; ‘silly citizenship.’  
 Rights claimed in social-network markets (Potts et al 2008; 
Bollier 2008); and in the ‘gift economy’ (Benkler 2006: 122-27). 
 
Although the promulgation and establishment of each of these phases has succeeded the 
previous one historically, all five are now experienced simultaneously, and not only in 
developed countries. Those most open to such experience are not the people with the 
heaviest investment in civic, political or social institutions, but those most exposed to 
popular culture and media; prominent among them, children. The ‘tipping point’ between 
the earlier and later senses – between ‘social’ and ‘cultural’ citizenship, where ‘social’ rights 
connected with family security and education transmogrify into ‘cultural’ rights connected 
with identity and participation in socially-networked meaning-formation – this tipping point 
is also the transition-phase between childhood and adulthood. In short, it is the place of the 
teenager.  
 
This is why childhood and citizenship is such an interesting conjunction, despite the fact that 
children are by most formal definitions not citizens (that’s what makes them children). At 
the same time, the participation of children in public life (and in publicity) has become so 
familiar that it is now commonplace to claim that children are citizens (in the present tense); 
for instance the Children’s Commissioner for England, Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green, who 
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cites the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child to say that ‘children are 
people of today and are citizens with rights to be respected’ (Aynsley-Green, n.d.). Among 
the rights claimed for children is that of participation, which means initiating, directing and 
sharing projects and decisions for themselves (Hart, 1997). If such a claim is to be taken 
seriously, then it must extend to projects that young people actually do initiate, direct, and 
share, including activities that under other definitional regimes are dismissed as teenage 
antics and child’s play. I’m not trying to be perverse here; this is not just the logic of the 
argument but also the situation on the ground. If ‘citizenship theory’ and ‘young people’s 
associative identities’ turn out to be one and the same, then these activities can be seen as the 
‘generative edge’ of new senses of citizenship. 
 
At the end of 2009, Kate Vale, Head of YouTube Australia and New Zealand, posted 
YouTube’s ‘first official’ most-watched lists for the year.14 2009 was unarguably the year of 
‘SoBo’ – Susan Boyle (who ‘Dreamed a Dream’ on Britain’s Got Talent). After her, No. 2 
among the ‘instant celebrities thanks to YouTube,’ and also No. 3 of the ‘most watched 
YouTube videos globally,’ was JK Wedding Entrance Dance (Jill & Kevin’s Big Day). Within 
six months, it had achieved nearly 40 million views, 144,000 ratings and 130,000 comments 
(by January 2010). The ‘civic’ element to this is a real marriage ceremony; the ‘silly’ element 
an extravagant dance routine by the wedding party, including the groom and bride dancing 
up the aisle.  
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Instant genre! Not only was this wedding dance-off challenged by many ‘related’ videos, but 
it was soon answered by a skilful and very funny spoof, JK Divorce Entrance Dance (Jill & 
Kevin’s Last Day), transposing the scene to the divorce court and substituting high-stepping 
lawyers, break-dancing security men and of course the decidedly unhappy couple (this being 
a whole ‘six months later’ ...).15  
 
Elsewhere on the most-watched lists were several party videos from by-now16-year old 
Miley Cyrus (two in the top five music videos, two in the top five overall), sure evidence of 
the online power of teenage viewers; and then, topping the category of ‘top five most 
watched Australian user-generated content,’ were two videos by a less familiar name: 
Mychonny, whose My Crazy Sister scored 1 million views, and Asian and White Parents 
900,000 views. Mychonny is described on WikiTubia as: 
John Luc, also known as mychonny by his fans, is an 18 Year Old Vietnamese-
Chinese Australian who lives in Melbourne. ... He makes ‘Asianese’ videos of 
himself, friends, and family.16 
 
On the day the ‘most watched’ list was released, several Australian TV news programs 
featured Mychonny. On Channel 7’s high-rating Today Tonight show, clips of My Crazy 
Sister and Asian and White Parents were broadcast with this introduction from the host: ‘In 
the world of just-add-water celebrity, anyone can now be a star at the click of a button.’17  
Teenager Mychonny’s YouTube channel boasts 140,000 subscribers, 15 million total upload 
views, and 3 million channel views (January 2010). In other words, it compares favourably 
with Today Tonight’s own viewer base of 2.5m.18 Despite this, Today Tonight called him an 
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‘unknown Australian comedian’ – indicating the extent to which DIY/DIWO citizens are 
invisible to ‘just add water’ mainstream media.  
 
These song-and-dance routines and comedic spoofs are a good example of ‘life, Jim, but not 
as we know it’ – the figures are impressive but the denizens of Planet YouTube are just as 
alien to social theory as they are to tabloid television. Their fan base is likely to be 
predominantly young, certainly including a much higher proportion of children than 
mainstream news media can hope to reach. But it is equally clear that their uploads address 
the most important aspects of ‘civil society’ – marriage (Jill & Kevin); relationships (Miley 
Cyrus’s party songs); and family (Mychonny’s hilarious ‘analysis’ of his sister and parents) – 
albeit in a form that prioritises jokes  over journalism, moves over motives and steps over 
statements. But there they are: practising citizenship.  
 
As if to prove it, Jill and Kevin Heinz, the couple at the centre of JK Wedding Entrance 
Dance, invited viewers to donate to a charity involved in preventing domestic violence to 
women and children. They chose this particular good cause because of ‘circumstances 
surrounding the song in our wedding video’ – the ‘circumstances’ being that the dance music 
was Chris Brown’s ‘forever.’ Brown had recently faced domestic abuse allegations in relation 
to his own partner, the singer Rihanna. Within six months JK had collected US$26,000 from 
over 1000 individual donors.19 How civic is that? 
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Ordinary Publics, New Media and Cultural Citizenship 
Thus, in the continuing work of updating our analysis of cultural citizenship for the digital 
era, we can learn something from the dance-off: 
 
Purposeful play – Citizenship is not simply the cerebral exercise of monitorial scrutiny; it is 
both a whole-of-body and a body-to-body experience, comedic and competitive, 
entertaining and festive, in the very performance of political deliberation and participation. 
It is ‘communicative action’ that includes but is not reducible to Habermasian rationality. It 
entails recognising that civic participation is also – and needs to be analysed by means of – 
play. Play is routinely associated with childhood; but to imagine that it ceases when children 
turn into adults is clearly absurd – play is an element of human relational identity, even 
though it may be observable in ‘purest’ form among children. Thus, habitual thought renders 
the play element of citizenship as the converse of the citizenship element of childhood 
(children play but are not citizens; adults are citizens but do not play). The lesson to be 
drawn from this is that it is important to recognise the extent to which childhood infects 
adulthood; play infects citizenship, and thus to investigate how both childhood and play are 
constitutive of citizenship and especially of changes in self-organising, bottom-up associative 
relations among strangers in mediated societies, where play may model new civic 
possibilities. 
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Discursive practices – Citizenship’s bottom-up, self-organised, self-representing practice of 
constructing, conducting and comprehending ‘associative relations among strangers,’ leading 
to ‘relational identity’ for individuals, is discursive but not narrative. It’s a signifying practice 
but not a story. It is textual but not wholly or necessarily verbal. In short, the dance-off or 
spoof video needs to be recognised as part of discourse without being reduced to ‘language’ in 
the usual sense. However, it can be accepted into the discursive realm on the same terms as 
other elaborated signifying systems like poetry, literature, music and drama, of which it is a 
sub-species. 
 
Dynamic change – Citizenship’s emergent features and uses may seem the most fleeting and 
inconsequential aspects. But in an open-future environment it may be the childish 
experiment or adolescent dance-off that models and predicts a new form. Citizenship evolves 
by producing variation (both national and functional), selection (cumulative change, e.g. 
from civic and political to social and cultural citizenship) and adoption (e.g. the struggle to 
give legislative force to identity). This means attending to the ‘generative edge’ of 
citizenship, even where, as in the case of media, DIY and DIWO versions, it fails to present a 
serious or rationalist face. 
 
Relational identity – Citizenship cannot be reduced to individual identity, even when 
identity-rights are its declared end-purpose (‘enterprise’ in Oakeshott’s terms). Individual 
identity is produced through changing but patterned relationships within communication 
30 
 
systems. Thus, identity is not a matter of essence, or self-originated Cartesian cogito; instead 
it is external, a matter of relational probabilities. Citizenship is an attribute of populations 
not persons, but at the same time these external relations produce personal identity.  
 
New conflicts – New sites of conflict arise in the formation and expression of relational 
identities, often in the context of privately owned networks. It emerges for instance in a 
persistent tension between expertise and its others (‘amateur,’ ‘consumer,’ etc.), leading to 
long-term low-level warfare between copyright enforcement agencies and ‘pirates’ of various 
kinds. At stake here is the openness of the system as a whole to bottom-up agency and 
diversity; and, thence, the freedom of all agents to construct and share relational identities in 
globally extensible associative networks. This entails addressing the digital divide, 
understanding how civic comportment challenges copyright, and how distributed expertise 
redefines citizenship through new kinds of electronic ‘commons.’  
 
Disciplinary knowledge – Communication research is itself an active agent in the conceptual 
development of citizenship. This is to acknowledge the productive tension between micro-
level corporeal ‘knowing subjects’ and macro-level global knowledge-systems. The history of 
mediated communication since the nineteenth century shows how completely civic 
engagement itself is ‘abstracted’ from local and personal realities, to be represented in global 
media. But the same media technologies are increasingly available for citizen-consumers to 
use productively for their own associative purposes. This means linking these ‘micro’ and 
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‘macro’ levels, bringing popular productivity and representative knowledge into active 
mutual relations; reconnecting dancing and democracy. 
 
Arty-Farty Citizenship? 
For too long, educated taste has refused to admit that the civic and the silly are in intimate 
physical contact. However, these reflections on citizenship in the light of the dance-off 
ultimately return citizenship to its Classical roots. Until recently, even the most authoritative 
translations of Classical texts systematically toned down any mention of bodily parts, 
functions and congress. But following the release of new editions of Harvard’s Loeb Classical 
Library, public attention has returned to the connection between serious democratic purpose 
and silly comic play. Thus The Australian, News Ltd’s flagship newspaper, noted that ‘the 
Athenian citizenry made an art form of what we now call smut, dirt, or soft porn.’ As for 
Aristophanes: 
His plays are crammed with fart, phallus and bum jokes, and scorn is his metier, 
while his theatrical language is a blend of the lofty and the vulgar. But 
Aristophanic subversion had a rational end, as social critique essential for 
healthy democratic functioning (Slattery 2009).  
 
Recognition of what’s needed for ‘healthy democratic functioning’ requires renewed 
attention to these demotic aspects of citizenship. Concealed beneath teenage mischief and 
YouTube antics is a classical ‘right to dance.’ Here is a new model of citizenship based on 
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self-representation of, by and for ‘ordinary’ people, using ‘new’ media to produce discursive 
associative relations, superseding the modernist ‘man with a gun.’ Now, we need to change 
our bumper-stickers. 
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Notes 
1 This paper is a revised and extended version of: John Hartley (2010) ‘Evolving citizenship: 
“The right to protest and the right to dance.”’ In Stuart Allen (ed.) Rethinking 
Communication: Keywords in Communication Research. Cresskill NJ: Hampton Press / 
International Communication Association. 
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2 See Wikipedia on ‘Children’s Internet Protection Act’ and ‘Child Online Protection Act’; 
and see http://google-au.blogspot.com/2009/12/our-views-on-mandatory-isp-
filtering.html, for Australian developments. 
 
3 The Wikipedia entry on ‘micronations’ makes it clear that the internet, social networks, 
and citizenship are inextricably interlinked: ‘The advent of the Internet provided the 
means for the creation of many new micronations, whose members are scattered all 
over the world and interact mostly by electronic means. The difference between such 
Internet micronations, other kinds of social networking groups, and role playing games 
is often hard to define’ (wikipedia.org/wiki/Micronation).   
 
4 See creativecommons.org/about/history/; and www.creativecommons.org.au/ 
 
5 See story by Ruth Maddow on MSNBC, July 11: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhuPw5WCO0A 
 
6 See www.thedailyshow.com/watch/wed-july-22-2009/the-born-identity 
 
7 See www.theweek.com/article/index/98892/Jon_Stewart_vs_Lou_Dobbs_and_birthers 
 
8 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=ptccZze7VxQ 
 
9 See About.com’s 25 Funniest Viral Videos of Election 2008: 
politicalhumor.about.com/od/electionvideos/tp/top-election-web-videos.htm 
 
10 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=-_CSo1gOd48 
 
11 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=zdapdkvs0FY 
 
12 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=PvJuo2C7eS4 
 
13 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=wzyT9-9lUyE 
 
14 Most watched YouTube videos in Australia, Thursday, December 17, 2009 (http://google-
au.blogspot.com/2009/12/australias-most-watched-youtube-videos.html), including:  
 Most watched YouTube videos globally 
 Susan Boyle - Britain's Got Talent (120+ million views) 
 David After Dentist (36+ million views) 
 JK Wedding Entrance Dance (33+ million views) 
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 New Moon Movie Trailer (30+ million views) 
 Evian Roller Babies (27+ million views)  
 Top five most watched YouTube videos overall: 
  Susan Boyle - Singer - Britains Got Talent 2009 (With Lyrics)  
 I'm On A Boat (ft. T-Pain) - Album Version  
 Miley Cyrus - The Climb - Official Music Video (HQ)  
 Miley Cyrus - Party In The U.S.A. - Official Music Video (HD) 
 Black Eyed Peas "Boom Boom Pow"  
Instant celebrities thanks to YouTube: 
  Susan Boyle - Singer - Britains Got Talent 2009 (With Lyrics)  
 JK Wedding Entrance Dance 
 David After Dentist 
 Greatest freak out ever (ORIGINAL VIDEO) 
 Inspired Bicycles - Danny MacAskill April 2009 
 Top five most watched Australian user-generated content: 
 My Crazy Sister - mychonny 
 Asian and White Parents - mychonny 
 Sorry it's been a while - communitychannel 
 My Victorian Bushfire Campaign - juanmann 
 Uncomfortable Love Scene - communitychannel 
 
15 See: www.youtube.com/watch?v=zbr2ao86ww0; when accessed in January 2010 it had 4.7 
million views and over 7000 comments. It was made by a professional video production 
company (Indigo Productions, New York): see www.indigoprod.com. Here it is worth 
noting another strong characteristic of ‘silly citizenship’: among the very first of the 
‘early adopters’ of user-generated content are professionals, especially comics and 
entertainers, who pick up very quickly on youthful self-representation and turn it into 
instant genre. 
 
16 See: youtube.wikia.com/wiki/Mychonny 
 
17 Today Tonight, 17 December 2009: www.youtube.com/watch?v=5MXO1Uaentw 
 
18 Figures from www.youtube.com/user/mychonny (January 2010); on the same day he had 
over 30,000 fans on Facebook. On the day it broadcast Mychonny, 17 December 2009, 
Today Tonight topped the Australian ratings with 2,778,000 viewers 
(www.tvtonight.com.au/2009/12/week-51-3.html); the content of that show was of 
course a further ‘rating’ for Mychonny. 
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19 See www.jkweddingdance.com/; see also: http://wellstone.org/blog/28-million-views-900-
donors-23000-and-one-fantastic-couple; and: www.thedailytell.com/2009/08/jk-
wedding-dance-internet-sensation-directs-buzz-toward-charity/.  
